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Education, Special
Specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents,
intended to meet the unique needs of a child with a
disability (Individuals with Disabilities Education Im-
provement Act, 2004). This chapter provides an over-
view of services for students with disabilities. It in-
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eludes the forces leading up to the passage of federal
legislation requiring access to appropriate educational
programs. It describes the legal requirements of this
federal legislation, and discusses the effects of imple-
menting the Individuals with Disabilities Education Im-
provement Act (IDEIA) in rural schools and communi-
ties.
Services for Students with Disabilities: An Overview
Access to a public education designed to develop the
abilities and potential of young people is both valued
and taken for granted. Although this may be a value
and expectation, it has not always been true for stu-
dents who differ in their learning or their behavior.
These students historically were labeled according to
their differences or deviation, and either excluded from
typical schooling or, in some cases, provided alternative
kinds of educational opportunities.
Concerned professionals, in the early 1900s, devel-
oped educational programs for students who were seen
as exceptional or different. These programs usually
were housed in separate, often institutional, settings for
students with cognitive delays or sensory deficits. Pub-
lic schools were not required to serve these students,
although some school districts did educate students
with mild to moderate learning or physical disabilities
in segregated programs within neighborhood schools or
in separate special schools within the district.
Educational programs for students with disabili-
ties expanded during the 1950s through the 1970s.
Three major forces impacted services for students with
disabilities during this time. First, parents of students
with disabilities who were inspired by civil rights cases
such as Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Kansas
organized into advocacy groups to pressure legislative
and policy making bodies for equal access to educa-
tional opportunities for children with disabilities. Sec-
ond, research conducted by professionals in both the
medical and educational fields resulted in improved
services for individuals with disabilities. Finally, as a
result of several court decisions such as PARC v. Com-
monwealth of Pennsylvania, schools were ordered to
provide free public education for all school age children
with disabilities through Section 504 of the Vocational
Rehabilitation Act of 1973. This legislation required
that any facility or agency receiving federal funds, in-
cluding public schools, could not deny access to an in-
dividual because of a disability.
These combined efforts on behalf of students with
disabilities came into focus in one comprehensive piece
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of legislation, the Education of the Handicapped Act
(Public Law 94-142) passed by Congress in 1975. This
law and its regulations required that all eligible stu-
dents with disabilities, regardless of the severity of the
disability, receive educational services designed specifi-
cally to meet their individual needs. This legislation
was updated and renamed the Individuals with Disabil-
ities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990, and later reauthor-
ized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Im-
provement Act (IDEIA) in November of 2004. The 1990
change in the name of the law was significant because
it reflected a focus on individuals rather than on the
handicap or disability.
The IDEIA ensures services to more than 6.8 mil-
lion eligible infants, toddlers, children and youth with
disabilities throughout the nation. Students served un-
der this law include those with the following specific
disabling conditions: autism, deaf-blindness, deafness,
emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, mental re-
tardation, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment,
other health impairment, specific learning disability,
speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury,
and visual impairment. Individual states may also
choose to adopt the term developmental delay. In addi-
tion to specialized instruction, students with disabilities
may also receive related services including transporta-
tion and such developmental, corrective and other sup-
portive services as are required to assist a child with a
disability to benefit from his or her educational experi-
ence.
Part B of the IDEIA outlines four essential condi-
tions that must be met in order for a student to be-
come eligible for special education services: I) the stu-
dent must be between ages three and 21 years old; 2)
the student must meet the eligibility criteria for one or
more of the categories specified above; 3) the student's
disability must adversely affect educational perfor-
mance to the extent that special education is needed;
and 4) educational difficulties may not be a function of
lack of appropriate instruction in reading. In the next
section these four eligibility requirements of the IDEIA
are further explained.
Serving Students with Disabilities:
Eligibility under !DEJA
The first condition that must be met in order for a stu-
dent to receive special education services under Part B
of !DEIA is that he or she needs to be between the ages
of three and 21. Children under the age of three may be
eligible for early intervention, family-based services un-
der Part C of the legislation. The IDEIA includes a com-
ponent called child find, which requires each state to
have in effect policies and procedures to ensure that all
children with disabilities are identified, located and
evaluated. However, parents or a school professional
may also ask for a referral or request for evaluation.
Parental consent is mandatory before the child may be
evaluated, and the evaluation should be completed
within 60 days after consent is obtained.
Next, the student must meet the eligibility criteria
for one or more of the 13 categories of disability speci-
fied under the IDEIA. Each of these specific disability
categories listed above in the previous section has its
own definition in IDEIA, as well as its own operational
explanation at the state level. Thus, each state may es-
tablish its own criteria for a student to be classified in
each of the disability areas. The classification the stu-
dent receives is ultimately a matter of how the federal
definition intersects with the policies and definitions of
the state in which the student resides.
The third essential condition of IDEIA is that the
student's disability must adversely affect educational
performance to the extent that special education, or
specialized instruction, is needed. A proper evaluation
should assess the student in all areas related to his or
her suspected disability. The results will then be used
to determine whether or not the student needs speCIal
education and related services as a result of one or
more disabilities, and to make decisions about an ap-
propriate educational program. It should be noted that
a child may be identified as having a disability as de-
fined in the statute, but not receive special educallon
services if his or her educational performance, orprog-
ress in the general education curriculum, is not slgmfi-
candy impeded. In this case the student may not meet
the state and federal requirements for special educatIOn
services under the IDEIA, but may receive educatIOnal
supports through Section 504 of the Vocational Reha-
bilitation Act of 1973.
Finally, one of the new conditions that Congress
created regarding eligibility determination when It
enacted IDEIA in 2004 is that a student cannot be de-
termined to be a child with a disability if the determi-
nant factor is a lack of appropriate instruction in read-
ing. This rule specifically relates the IDEIA to the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLBA). The NCLBA
outlines five critical components of reading instrucllOn.
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary develop-
ment, reading fluency, and reading comprehenSIOn.
The purpose of adding lack of appropriate instructIOn
in reading to the list of exclusionary factors for eligibili-
ty, which already included limited English proficiency
and lack of instruction in mathematics, is that histori-
callymany students have been determined eligible for
special education services due to a lack of reading abili-
ty that could be remedied with the use of an appropri-
ate, research-based instructional program.
Serving Students with Disabilities:
Requirements of IDEIA
There are six basic principles of IDEIA that every stu-
dent is afforded: I) zero reject; 2) free and appropriate
public education; 3) non-discriminatory, non-biased
identification and evaluation; 4) placement in the least
restrictive environment; 5) parent and student partici-
pation in decision making; and 6) due process safe-
guards.
Zero reject means that all children with disabili-
ties, so matter how severe, can benefit from educational
services and are entitled to receive them. No child is
considered to be ineducable, and it is the goal of the in-
dividual education plan (lEP) team members to deter-
mine the most appropriate educational program for
each student. The IDEIA requires that an IEP be devel-
oped for each student who qualifies for services under
~herequirements of the law. This plan, developed colla-
oratively by the IEP team of teachers, related service
personnel, administrators, and the child's parent or le-
gal guardian, serves as a blueprint to determine the ac-
tual services and programs that will be provided to the
student. The IEP document contains information about
the student's present level of functioning, annual goals,
short-terrn instructional objectives, related services,
percentage of time spent in general education, begin-
nmg and ending dates of services, and a provision for
an annual evaluation of the student's progress. The
document is signed by the parents and educational per-
sonnel mvolved in providing services for that student.
I Free and appropriate public education (FAPE) is
Pso defined by the child's IEP. According to the IDEIA,
APEmeans that special education and related services
are provided at public expense, under public supervi-
sion and directi . hirection, and without charge. Children w 0
~re parentally placed in private schools may also bene-
~from the !DEIA, although not to the same extent as
clUdren who attend public schools. Private schools are
e Igible to' . ff receive a proportionate amount 0 !DEIA
unds for students who meet the eligibility require-
~ents, and private school funds are administered
rough the public school district where the private
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school is located. The services a student receives,
whether in a public or private setting, must meet the
requirements of the state education agency, and must
include an appropriate preschool, elementary or secon-
dary education. FAPE guarantees an appropriate educa-
tion for each child with a disability, meaning that FAPE
will be different for every child. It is up to the members
of the IEP team to determine what is considered an ap-
propriate education for each student. However, a spe-
cial education student's IEP must include goals that
will lead towards reasonable progress in mastering the
state curriculum standards.
The IDEIA requires that school districts develop
nondiscriminatory and multidisciplinary identification
and assessment procedures. Assessment measures used
to determine a student's eligibility for services need to
be given in the child's primary language, and factors
related to a student's cultural background must be con-
sidered during the assessment process. A comprehen-
sive examination of the student's intellectual capability,
school achievement, and social and adaptive behavior
is often completed as part of this process. No single in-
strument may be used to determine eligibility for ser-
vice; therefore, a multidisciplinary team of profession-
als is required to complete the assessment. Individuals
involved may include the school psychologist, speech
and language specialist, special education and general
education teachers, hearing and vision specialists, and
the student's parents or legal guardians. The decision
regarding the student's disability and educational needs
comes from the multiple perspectives of this team.
Placement in the least restrictive environment re-
quires that students with disabilities be educated with
their non-disabled peers whenever appropriate, rather
than receive services in separate or segregated settings.
School districts must provide a range of services for
students with disabilities to meet this provision. The
range of options must include consultative services
provided in the general education classroom through
more restrictive services that may be provided in the
student's home or a hospital setting. A variety of spe-
cially trained personnel may be involved to provide ser-
vices depending on each student's individual needs.
Decisions about where to provide services for students
with disabilities are based on individual student needs
and the requirement to provide services in settings with
their non-disabled peers to the greatest extent possible.
The student and the student's parents are mem-
bers of the multidisciplinary team, and each playa crit-
ical role in identifying and developing educational ser-
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vices. Students should be encouraged to participate in
the evaluation, placement and IEP processes to the
greatest extent possible. Important parental rights are
guaranteed by the IDEIA, including I) providing con-
sent in writing for testing and for placement in special
education; 2) participating as members of the multidis-
ciplinary team throughout the decision making process;
3) having access to all information and records regard-
ing their child's program; and 4) requesting a hearing if
they cannot agree with the school district regarding the
services provided for their child. These safeguards pro-
tect families and students with disabilities from possi-
ble inappropriate or harmful educational decisions.
Under the IDEIA, due process safeguards are put
in place to protect the school, while ensuring that stu-
dents with disabilities are receiving all appropriate ser-
vices. Due process hearings are the primary method for
resolving disputes between families of students with
disabilities and school districts. The IDEIA allows par-
ents or public agencies the opportunity to present a
complaint concerning any matter relating to identifica-
tion, evaluation, placement or provision of services.
Implementing the IDEIA in Rural Schools and
Communities: Pressing Problems and
Promising Solutions
When Pi 94-142 was enacted in 1975, local conditions
and issues had a direct impact on how rural school dis-
tricts implemented the requirements of the Education
for the Handicapped Act. Several authors (Berkeley and
Bull, 1995; Berkeley and Ludlow, 1991; Helge, 1984)
identified common issues and problems faced by rural
school districts during the first two decades of imple-
mentation. They described the diversity and unique
subcultures of rural school districts as major factors
that both enhanced and challenged the provision of ser-
vices for students with disabilities. These factors in-
cluded characteristics such as varied topography (e.g.,
deserts, islands, mountain ranges, plains), economic di-
versity ranging from extreme poverty to wealthy resort
communities, and variations in population density
ranging from isolated ranches to small towns and clus-
tered communities. Rural school districts experienced,
and continue to experience, major problems in quali-
fied staff recruitment and retention, resistance to
change, the need for high-quality staff development,
long distances between schools and services, cultural
differences, geographic barriers, transportation and
funding inadequacies, and difficulty serving students
with low incidence disabilities (e.g., hearing and vision
loss and multiple disabilities).
With the advent of the NCLBA and the IDEIA,
these challenges have been amplified. Kossar et al.
(2005) summarized the challenging impact of the
NCLBA on the delivery of special education services in
rural areas, and these challenges have been echoed by
other educational leaders (for example, Darling-Ham-
mond, 2007). In particular, two NCLBA mandates-the
Highly Qualified Teacher (HQT) mandate and the re-
quirement that schools demonstrate Adequate Yearly
Progress (AYP) as measured by student performance
on statewide assessments of mastery of the core curric-
ulum standards-appear to present the biggest chal-
lenges for special education programs in rural schools.
The HQT mandate requires that all teachers, including
special education teachers, are fully licensed in re-
search -based pedagogy as well as any and all content
areas they teach. However, highly qualified graduates of
special education teacher preparation programs are of-
ten hesitant to move to rural and remote regions be-
cause of lower salaries and limited school and commu-
nity resources. In addition, rural teachers, including
special education teachers, have traditionally taught
multiple subjects, thus increasing the complexity of be-
coming highly qualified.
The NCLBA also mandates states to develop rigor-
ous content standards in language arts, mathematics,
science and social studies, and school districts must
document that all students, including students with
disabilities, achieve adequate yearly progress (AYP)
toward meeting those standards. If a school repeatedly
fails to meet the state-approved benchmark for ade-
quate yearly progress, parents must be notified and of-
fered an opportunity to send their child to a high-per-
forming school. The lack of proximity to other schools
in many rural and remote areas of the country makes
this a challenging option. In addition, the NCLBA re-
quires that schools disaggregate the assessment data for
subgroups with diverse needs such as special education
students. The small size of many rural schools (2,500
students or less) has made this disaggregated data diffi-
cult to interpret and has provided fuel for the argument
for rural school consolidation.
While these challenges can be daunting, rural
school districts continue to employ innovative strate-
gies to address them. With respect to teacher recruit-
ment and retention, many rural school districts adver-
tise the benefits of working and living in rural commu-
nities in their recruitment materials. The benefits of
teaching in rural schools include factors such as smaller
class size, fewer discipline problems, opportunities to
individualize instruction and engage in innovative
teaching, and personal involvements with students and
their families. In rural communities, involving parents
in the development of programs for students with disa-
bilities is sometimes easier for teachers since schools
are often the center of rural communities.
An increasing number of special education teacher
preparation programs are working with rural school
districts via distance education programs to "grow their
own" highly qualified special education teachers
(Glomb et al., 2004; Grisham-Brown and Collins, 2002;
Pemberton et al., 2004). Rural school districts work co-
operatively with colleges and universities to bring
teacher preparation programs directly to local commu-
nities and provide training to individuals in the com-
munity who are likely to stay put. Using many of the
new interactive technologies (e.g., two-way video and
audio systems, computer conferencing via e-mail, satel-
lite broadcasts), teacher preparation programs can be
delivered directly to very remote regions of the country.
These technologies are also used to update the knowl-
edge and skills of educators already teaching in rural
school districts, especially when access to institutions
of higher education is difficult. Acquiring new skills
and having opportunities to interact and share with
other rural educators is an effective use of these new
technologies, particularly with respect to training asso-
ciated with becoming licensed as a highly qualified
teacher.
Another challenge that many rural schools have
successfully addressed is the provision of comprehen-
sive services to students with low incidence or very se-
vere disabilities (Collins, 2007; Sebastian and McDon-
nell, 1995). Since there are usually very few of these
students, a rural school district may attempt to serve
o?ly two or three students with multiple or severe disa-
bIlltles. These students often require special adaptive
eqUipment and medical care. Additionally, finding and
funding specialized related service personnel are often
a serious hardship for rural school districts. Districts
that successfully serve these students often approach
the problem from a systemwide perspective. Using both
fiscal and personnel resources creatively helps to ad-
dress the issues identified above, and itinerant teachers
and specialists that are shared by several rural commu-
fiItles is one way rural schools address this challenge.
When these students attend school in their own neigh-
borhoods and are not transported for miles, local
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schools can combine strategies to assist these students
with their special programs. Using community volun-
teers, peer support groups, itinerant support staff, and
educators trained to work with a wide range of student
abilities, rural schools can address these dilemmas.
While there are no easy solutions to the challenges
of serving students with disabilities in rural schools, ru-
ral school districts are unique in their ability to crea-
tively and resourcefully solve difficult problems. Rural
special educators can also impact local, state and na-
tional policy by becoming advocates for the unique
needs of rural special education programs (Collins et
aI., 2005). When students with disabilities are served in
their local communities by caring individuals who are
able to focus on each student's specific instructional
needs, the goal of providing equal access and quality
education programs can be achieved
- Lee Mason, Nancy Glomb, and Joan P. Sebastian
See also
Adolescents;Camps;Education, Youth; Educational Facil-
ities; Policy,Rural Family;SocialWork
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The academic preparation of rural students in kinder-
garten through grade 12; elementary- and secondary-
level instruction. This entry provides key information
about the education of students in rural America: the
number and location of students enrolled in elementary
and secondary schools, their academic performance,
and their post-high school careers.
Locating Rural Students
Rural students, even in this era of rampant urbaniza-
tion, constitute a sizable portion of America's student
body. In the early 1990s, there were an estimated 6.9
million students in rural areas, accounting for 16.7 per-
cent of regular public school students. The 22,400
schools they attended comprised 28 percent of Ameri-
ca's public elementary and secondary schools (Elder,
1994).
These students are found throughout the U.S. in a
range of settings from isolated farms to villages and
settlements on the fringe of urban concentrations of
various sizes. Distinguishing between urban and non-
urban locales is done in two ways by the Census Bu-
reau. One approach defines urban and rural along a
continuum by population size in a place, whereas the
other makes population density distinctions by county
type-metropolitan versus nonmetropolitan. The defi-
nitions are not equivalent. Rural pockets or places may
be found within metropolitan counties, whereas a con-
siderable number of urban centers exists in otherwise
sparsely settled nonmetropolitan counties.
This interrelationship between these two ways of
distinguishing between urban and rural is reflected in
school designations as well. For example, 12 percent of
schools in metropolitan counties are located in rural
places. In the nonmetropolitan counties, just over half
of the schools are actually in rural settings; the remain-
der are in the urban population concentrations located
within these lightly populated counties. An awareness
of these finer distinctions is critical when developing
state and federal policies intended to impact rural
schools and the students they serve. The following dis-
cussion is limited to the intersection of the two primary
ways the federal government defines rural. Among the
several states and within numerous federal, state and
private programs affecting rural issues, still other defi-
nitions may be found.
Although rural students are found in every state,
the extent of their numbers and their proportion to the
whole student population vary considerably. For exam-
ple, Texas has the largest number of rural students
(443,000), representing 12.9 percent of its student pop-
ulation. But although their enrollments are lower, 40
other states have higher proportions of students in ru-
ral settings. Overall, proportions of students located in
rural areas range from 3.5 percent in Connecticut to
47.1 percent in South Dakota.
Student Performance
Student population services in rural settings were com-
monly viewed as deficient a few decades ago. Improve-
ment is the product of several converging forces. For
over 100 years, extensive consolidation efforts drasti-
cally reduced the number both of rural schools and ru-
ral school districts. At the same time, states and dis-
tricts continued to bring many of the latest innovations
to remote and resource-strapped schools. Rural school
personnel, for their part, traditionally approached their
challenges creatively; the multi-grade classroom is just
one of many strategies devised to accommodate low
enrollments.
Recent data from federal studies provide a new
appreciation of what rural education can achieve. Earli-
er National Assessment of Educational Progress
